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A group of Chinese scientists is calling for a crackdown on colleagues who, they allege, receive the most sought-after grants but fail to devote enough time to research within China.
China has watched many of its best young researchers head off to the United States and elsewhere over the past decade, and is now trying lure hundreds of them back, often on generous terms. But as the petition shows, the effort is creating tensions in China's rapidly expanding scientific community.
Some grantees are using the money to set up laboratories in China but then spend most of their time abroad, according to a letter to agency directors signed by 26 researchers from the Chinese Academy of Sciences (CAS) and various universities and research institutions. The letter says that the practice defies the terms of the grants, which require recipients to spend six or nine months in China.
"I am strongly against those who cheat on the working time required by positions or funding in China," says Zhuan Zhou of the CAS Institute of Neuroscience in Shanghai, who signed and helped to circulate the letter.
The petition was sent to the heads of the CAS, the science and technology ministry, the education ministry and the National Nat- Some heads of institutes within the CAS are already taking measures in response to the researchers' concerns. Yongbiao Xue, associate director of the CAS Institute of Genetics and Developmental Biology in Beijing, says that researchers who fail to meet the time requirements at his institution risk losing their lab.
The issue is of particular concern because grants from several government sources often end up in the same hands, as success with one grant application often paves the way to success with others, says He.
The funding agencies should monitor the use of the grants more closely by checking passports, He suggests, or requiring a written notice from the researcher's previous overseas institution stating it is aware that the researcher is taking on another full-time post. "The rule is there," he says. "They just have to enforce it." But Chen Jia'er, president of the NNSFC, says that the problem is not so severe, noting that its grants involve strict evaluations and progress reports. But he acknowledges that "the issue raised is something we should pay more attention to". 
